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Pain Management Services, The Queen’s Medical Center
Pain and its relief can be viewed from a number of perspec
tives: clinical, personal, political. In some cases it becomes
useful to recall that the etymological root of “pain” lies in
“poena” or “punishment.” Nowhere is the concept of punish
ment more overt than in torture and war, where human pain is
used as a political expression of another individual or regime.
Elaine Scarry in her book The Body in Pain: The Making and
Unmaking of the World analyzes the similarity between war,
torture and the simple act of overlooking the pain of another
human being.
In each of these situations, the central act is making a person
(or thousands of people) invisible . This can be done by an overt
choice to destroy or damage the human body; it also can be done
by a simple refusal to recognize the voice and experience of the
person in pain. In any case, the essential aliveness of the person
is denied. As a result, they are “unmade” rather than created,
erased rather than seen. The unmaking of their pain is also the
destruction of their world.
In fact, pain itself mimics death. Both happen because of the
body or perhaps what is felt to be the betrayal of the body; in
each, the contents ofconsciousness are totally altered. Each ofus
normally has a range of awareness that spans years, continents
and countless memories. At any given moment one might be
thinking about her most beautiful child, the billions of galaxies
discovered by the Hubble telescope or simply what to pick up for
dinner on the way home. In pain, conscious thought is dimin
ished to this very moment in this very place. The body becomes
the only object of focus, taking the place of all other experiences.
No other reality is imagined or felt. Being free of the pain seems
a task too impossible to wish for. The vague notion that all people
die someday changes to “I’m dying” or “I hope to die.” The
expression “I thought I was going to die” when describing an
event of severe pain is no coincidence.
Thus, pain shrinks the world of the one in pain. Intuitively,
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most people will attempt to expand their shrunken world by sharing
the experience of the pain so that the attention and understanding of
others will lessen the intensity of the experience. Recognizing that
pain has no voice other than pre-language sounds of agony others
will find hard to believe, people in pain struggle to find a mutual
language. All too quickly they discover there is life in that language.
So they work to stay alive, dramatizing the language if unheard by
more subtle talk. The voice itself becomes life-giving, resuscitating
the mind from the deafening and deathening sounds it cannot ignore.
The distance between the one in pain and the one witnessing the
pain is often far greater than the number of feet or miles separating
them. The distance is more accurately measured by the distance
between their physical realities. The one in pain is profoundly sure
of the presence of that pain; the witness, suspicious. Denying the
possibility that one day she could feel such intense pain, the
observer inadvertently denies the entire existence of the one in pain.
Able to understand death only in the abstract, she may have little
compassion for what appears to be an exaggerated response.
When the witness recognizes the legitimacy of another’s pain,
however, she also honors the person’s entire existence. Aneta
Catlin, doctoral candidate at Rush University, describes being a
nurse in wartime Israel in 1972. Frequently caring for enemy
soldiers injured in Israeli territory during terrorist action, the nurses
knew the Geneva Convention required them to medically treat the
enemy soldiers. According to the same Convention, she says, they
were not required to treat their pain. This created a dilemma for
some nurses. Trained in the art ofcaring and willing to recognize the
suffering of a wartime enemy, these nurses had the opportunity to
stretch the boundaries of what it is to be fully
_____________
human.
Treatment of pain is a basic right, though not
necessarily legally or clinically mandated. Rec
ognition of the pain of another takes a set of
skills more complex and inevitably more coura
geous than those ofpolitics or medicine; it takes
the awareness and acceptance of one’s own
mortality.
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